



Summer 1893. Chicago. While the historian Frederick Jackson Turner
delivered a paper titled “The Significance of the Frontier in American
history,” in the meeting of the American Historical Association, Buffalo
Bill Cody’s Wild West show performed close by, packing audiences twice
a day to an arena of eighteen thousand spectators. However, the main
attraction in town was the World’s Columbian Exposition, a massive cele-
bration of Columbus’ landing some 400 years earlier. The exposition
covered around 600 acres, with nearly 200 new buildings, and drew
millions of visitors. The exposition, Buffalo Bill’s show, and Turner’s
paper were all big hits (in their respective ways), and they all symbolized
and celebrated American exceptionalism. They inserted US history into a
tight national framing. While the exposition lauded and featured exam-
ples of American technological progress, the dynamism of its civic society,
and the prominence of its civilization, Turner’s famous “frontier thesis”
offered an explanation of American identity and history as a westbound
process where Anglo pioneers built civilization on free land. Buffalo Bill’s
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Wild West show also delivered validations of American national story
through performances that centered reenactments of the frontier process,
of the winning of the West. The exposition, Cody, and Turner idealized
American development, and in doing so suggested an innate difference
toward European empires and their colonial projects.1
Yet as Chicago celebrated America and its uniqueness, the world
was never far from the scene. The exposition’s Midway Plaisance held
several ethnographic shows of “primitive” cultures, disseminating stories
of civilization and savagery from America and around the world, of the
global regimes of difference and integration colonialism had created.
Converging in Chicago were also men like Carl Peters, Carl Hagenbeck,
and Max Sering. These men, in their own way, were dynamic advocates
of German colonialism and globalization. And they all were infatuated
by the example the US was setting as a rising empire. Drawing inspi-
ration from the American westward expansion, the explorer Peters was
a staunch campaigner for German colonial expansion outside Europe,
while the agrarian economist Sering was a promoter for German settler
colonialism in Eastern Europe. Being a highly successful entrepreneur,
Hagenbeck imported exotic animals and colonized peoples—including
members of Native American groups such as Lakotas—to Germany and
placed them on display for the masses.2 Buffalo Bill too was more global
then one could first think. He was a performer and storyteller of not
only US but global colonialism. He toured Europe extensively, incorpo-
rated topics from other colonial empires to his show, and was a smash
success, especially in Germany.3 Even Turner engaged with German colo-
nialism. He was impressed by the German geographer Friedrich Ratzel,
who had toured the American West prior to coining the term leben-
sraum, living space. Turner quoted Ratzel at length and the two scholars
engaged in correspondence over territorial expansion and integration,
and spatial destinies of nations, recognizing parallels between US fron-
tier expansion and German acquisition of African colonies in the 1880s.4
In all, Turner, Ratzel, Cody, Sering, Hagenbeck, and Peters suggest that
Germany and the United States were relational empires; that they were
entangled with each other and the world via an assemblage of multidi-
rectional connections arising from diverse and intricate human actions,
manifesting multiple voices, engaging numerous sites, and traversing great
distances.5
Taking as its cue the suggestion made by historians Tony Ballan-
tyne and Antoinette Burton on the need to explore relationships and
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spaces not merely within but between empires,6 this anthology exam-
ines German and US colonialism through their previously underanalyzed
shared and intersecting histories in a global setting of empires. It grapples
with and elaborates on the range, forms, and intensity of connectedness
between the two empires. Traditionally, Germany and the United States
have been understood to represent an authoritarian vs. a liberal path into
modernity, but such dichotomies are misplaced, as these essays here show.
There are many more similarities than we think—and they are the result
of multilayered entanglements made visible via circulations, transfers, and
exchanges of ideas, peoples, and practices relating to conquest, settler
expansion, power, race, and rule of difference.
This book also sees that the Germany–US connections were not excep-
tional but emblematic of an interconnected, highly competitive, and
increasingly integrated world of empires.7 It argues that this kind of
approach, to rephrase historian Sebastian Conrad, allows us to investi-
gate colonial globality via “a complex web of shared histories,” where
historical processes are seen as relational. In this way, we cannot only
avoid and go beyond the sharp division between “internal” and “exter-
nal” so prevalent in national histories, but to situate what we discuss via
an inherently relational and dynamic framework of structured transforma-
tions and multidirectional entanglements spanning and linking empires
and the local and the global.8
American Danger
In a recent essay historian Sven Beckert maps how the late nineteenth-
century and early twentieth-century European discussion of “American
danger” explicated a rising imperial colossus that spearheaded new forms
of spatial integration—connections between territory, state power, and
capital through its continental expansion—forcing European powers to
take notice. US empire grew into an essential question in European
imaginary and discourse, as Beckert notes, and birthed real and imag-
ined projects among European colonial powers addressing more effective
territorial colonization of Africa, possibilities for European integration,
and questions of violent territorial expansions within Europe. In short,
Europeans began to measure themselves against the United States and
to imagine a future world dominated by only a select few empires that
were territorially expansive enough.9 It is from within this setting that
the German–US entanglements drew their vitality. While Britain, France,
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Japan, and even Italy mattered in German eyes, still the United States,
like historian Erik Grimmer-Solem recently noted, “emerged as the most
important reference point” for German imperial ambitions, Weltpolitik,
and as “the greatest potential long-term threat to German globaliza-
tion.”10 Thus, while the German imperialists admired and followed
the United States for the scale and integrative efficiency of its colonial
projects, they also feared and envied it for the very same reasons.
Entanglements between Germany and the United States took on
many forms, and drew from many root systems, penetrating the German
society. The United States impacted minds and guided actions from the
corridors of higher political power to the ranks and file of public and
private organizations, and to the fictive realm of literature and mass
entertainment. Paving the way for unearthing the repertoire of these
German–US entanglements have been Andrew Zimmerman and Sven
Beckert’s investigations on the agricultural regime of the southern United
States influencing and guiding German colonial exploitation and control
in Togo.11 In addition, as Jens-Uwe Guettel and Robert Nelson show
in their respective studies, the US conquest of the West worked as an
inspiration in German domestic debates relating to settler expansion and
as a model for concrete colonial policies in the Prussian East and in
Southwest Africa during the Kaiserreich.12 Later, the US West also stim-
ulated many of the influential Nazis in their hunger for expansion and
living space, Hitler included.13 Another type of nexus for German–US
colonial connections can be detected in the naval race, with its close
mutual surveillance and imitations in development.14 The most perti-
nently researched form of interlinkage, however, is the emigration of
Germans to the United States, as thousands upon thousands made the
move in the 1800s, related their experiences back home in millions of
letters, and thus actively promoted interest in the US settler colonial
expansion among German workers and middle classes.15
Another node of transimperial connections among the educated classes
and the bourgeoisie were the universities and sciences as knowledge
transfer and scholarly exchanges disseminated colonial knowledge and
influenced policies. Grimmer-Solem has shown how connectedness of
the academic world, “this ‘empire of learning’ became entangled with
the task of learning about the world and devising an imperial strat-
egy” in the Kaiserreich.16 Guettel, in turn, has stressed how the United
States and its forms of empire and colonialism—territorial expansions
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and racialization—were especially attractive among, and deeply perme-
ated the thinking of, liberal and progressive segments of German society,
including academics but also entrepreneurs and merchants.17 The US
empire reached all segments of the German society, however. Karl May’s
adaptations of the American West held a prominent place in German
popular imagination spanning class boundaries, as May’s books were read
by millions of people. Millions also came to see the numerous “Wild West
shows” touring Germany.18
Much of this book’s focus is on the nineteenth century and the first
half of the twentieth. It was in this integrated and competitive age where
empires formed the principal political, social, and cultural motors for
globalization. Furthermore, this period corresponds with the temporal
and spatial fundamentals of the recent colonial turn in both US and
German historiographies, respectively. Traditionally, the national-history
paradigm has been excessively dominant, contributing, among other
things, to strong traditions of exceptionalism and denial of empire in the
United States. But in recent years, historians, in their approaches and
analysis, have made the imperial visible in US history, reaching across
national boundaries and into transimperial and global histories of US
empire.19 Studies have de-exceptionalized the histories of the continental
empire and the US imperial formations more broadly, exposing the tran-
simperial connectedness of peoples, ideas, commodities, as well as colonial
structures and processes.20
In Germany, the national-history paradigm has traditionally led to the
marginalization of the colonial “phase” as short and insignificant. The
“usual story” claims Germany as a “late” arrival to the world of colo-
nial empires, and not a very successful one because the period of formal
German colonial rule proved short-lived (starting in the mid-1880s and
terminated by World War I). Recent studies on German colonialism have
overturned much of this outdated thinking, reexamining, and reconcep-
tualizing the history of the Kaiserreich, the Weimar Republic, as well as
the Nazi regime as colonial history.21 This colonial turn looks all the more
noteworthy since not long ago German colonial history scarcely existed
as a field outside the toils of a select few practitioners.22
What histories centering the national-history paradigm frequently over-
look is that the 1800s and early 1900s was an era of globalization. The
trans-Atlantic migrations, the telegraph, and the railroads, for instance,
integrated the world together in an unprecedented manner. As did
empires fueling innovations and mobility and spreading across much of
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the planet: scrambling for Africa, contesting for Asia, extending informal
influence over Latin America, and competing whose explorers would
reach the most remote polar areas, impenetrable deserts, and highest
mountains first. It was also a time of settler colonialism: the United
States taking over the trans-Mississippi West from Mexico, Britain, and
numerous indigenous powers, “British Wests” expanding exponentially in
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa, hundreds of thou-
sands of Europeans imposing a settler society in French Algeria, Russian
settler projects remaking the Caucasus and the Siberia, Japanese settler
colonialism penetrating Korea and Manchuria, and the Germans initi-
ating settler projects in the German-Polish borderlands and in Southwest
Africa.23 This all lead to complex, entangled, and uneven processes of
contact and mutual exchange that operated on different scales from the
local to the global and remade the metropole as well as the colonies.
Relationships of power and hierarchies of differentiation were enforced,
negotiated, and contested in everyday lives and in discourse, while inten-
sifying, intertwined, and interdependent globe-spanning networks and
rivalries recalibrated commerce, state power, and culture.24
The current drive in German colonial history has a strong transnational
and global flavor, involving an ongoing effort to rebut nation-centered
analysis in favor of treating imperial centers and colonies within a
single analytical field and exploring relationships and spaces within and
beyond the formal bounds of empires.25 While this has meant a funda-
mental reconceptualization of German colonial history, the German–US
connections have remained relatively unexplored considering their extent,
diversity, and depth. There exist several significant studies showing how
intellectually stimulating it can be to explore the German and US
entanglements26 and that the potential for future research remains consid-
erable. This book further addresses this research gap these works have
started to fill by emphasizing the scope and the repertoire, and the
relationality and open-endedness of these entanglements.
Relational Field
The purpose of this book is to bring attention to the German–US colonial
entanglements as part of far-reaching, multidirectional, and multilay-
ered networking and circulations between empires. These entanglements
involved numerous actors, a broad repertoire of exchanges, and count-
less forms of influencing and borrowing. This book does not pretend to
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be exhaustive in its coverage or claim to provide comprehensive answers
on the histories of German–US colonial connections. Rather it wants
to canvas some of the potential avenues of research, arouse heightened
attention to the German–US colonial connectedness, and create discus-
sion on the meanings and connotations of these connections. It also
wishes to offer analytic threads for further investigation. This book intro-
duces a strand of global history often overlooked and stimulates dialectic
and open-ended understandings and narratives of colonial entanglements.
It hopes to ascertain that the spaces between empires still have much
unexposed possibilities for scholars to uncover.
This book is organized into three thematic groupings: portabilities,
passages, and parallels. Each offers a specific way of approaching the
German–US colonial entanglements. The first part advances analysis
pertaining to transferability of ideas and policies through the actions and
thinking of individuals. The second section navigates the techniques of
circulations, borrowing, and networking in the realm of colonial policies
and practices. The third segment looks at patterns and analogies of diver-
gent yet interrelated colonial racialization and gendering. Obviously, the
essays overlap in myriad ways, showing the layered and multidirectional
qualities of these colonial intersections. Furthermore, while each chapter
in the book is intended to function independently, they, of course, also
relate to others bringing a chorus of voices to play. It is no homogenous
cadre of voices contributing to a uniform narrative storyline, and it is not
meant to be. But it is rather a structured, multivocal mix of voices in
discussion with each other, against each other, and over each other, and
in relation to the broader field of global history.
The first essay to examine the portability of American colonial
methods, practices, and ideas in the German colonial context is Gregor
Thum’s “Seapower and Frontier Settlement: Friedrich List’s American
Vision for Germany.” Thum argues that his US experience made the
German economist List an intellectual forerunner for envisioning a
German colonial empire in the mid-1800s. List not only pioneered visions
of a united Central Europe under German leadership, but advocated for
a German settlement frontier in Eastern Europe and took a great interest
in advancing German maritime power for empire on the seas. In “The
Fantasy of Open Space on the Frontier: Max Sering from the Great
Plains to Eastern Europe,” Robert L. Nelson makes a case for agrarian
economist Max Sering being of central importance in the intellectual and
practical transfer of settler colonialism from the American West to the
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German East. It was Sering’s personal travels on the Great Plains that
made him a visionary for settler colonial expansion for Germany, advo-
cacy that lasted for decades, spanning from the “inner colonial” program
of settlement in the Prussian eastern provinces to the First World War and
the Ober Ost.
Tracey Reimann-Dawe’s essay “The Role of US Railroads in the
German Expansionist Mindset of Gerhard Rohlfs” in turn builds a
powerful treatise on the role of US railroads, as a vehicle for spatial
takeover, fueling German colonial imagination. By centering the German
Afrikareisender, explorer and traveler Gerhard Rohlfs, she claims the rail-
roads enabled a self-perception for German colonialists that allowed for a
mental identification with the United States and for distancing from the
British and the French in the global colonial context. George Steinmetz
in turn provides an example of a different type of colonial convergence.
By looking at the interplay of German, French, and US empires and
colonialism in the writings of the French philosopher and sociologist
Raymond Aron, Steinmetz carves openings for grasping some conjunc-
tional spaces and trajectories of portabilities between empires. He does
this by following Aron’s intellectual journal, from, first, his preoccupation
with Nazi Germany as imperialist form, then French overseas colonialism,
and lastly with United States as global hegemon empire of the Cold War
world.
Starting part II, “A truly exquisite little phrase:” Global Colonialist
Visions vs. the “Drang nach Osten,” by Jens-Uwe Guettel, scrutinizes
German debates from the Kaiserreich to the Nazis on the direction
German colonialism should take: turn global or turn eastward. He claims
that the proponents in these debates frequently referenced the Amer-
ican westward expansion, as global and eastern expansion plans formed
political and ideological, argumentative and practical opposites. Dörte
Lerp also keeps an eye on the close relationship between nation building
and imperial expansionism. Her article “Ruling Classes and Serving
Races: German Policies on Land, Labor, and Migration in Trans-Imperial
Perspective” tracks the centrality of agrarian and colonial labor within
the German expansionist debates and their trans-imperial machinations
and considerations. While looking to the United States for models these
debates did not limit comparing Germany with just one specific empire
but looked for broader inspirations from the world of empires. She notes
how deeply racialized debates in the Prussian East and in German South-
west Africa encouraged white Germans, as “ruling classes,” to settle in
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both regions, while limiting the access of Africans and Poles, the “serving
races.”
Jeannette Eileen Jones continues with the theme of agrarian coloniza-
tion in “How the Südwest Was Won: Transnational Currents of American
Agriculture and Land Colonization in German Southwest Africa.” She
examines how the Kolonial-Wirtschaftliches Komitee (Colonial Economic
Committee) and the Reichskolonialamt sought information on agricul-
tural practices—irrigation and dry farming—in the American West for the
effective transformation of arid lands into white settlements in German
Southwest Africa. Seeking to make the Southwest into a booming settler
colony the Germans collected information from the United States about
the so-called Campbell system in irrigation on the Great Plains and on
the irrigation practices of Yakima Valley, Washington.
In “Practicing Empire: Germany’s Colonial Visions in the Pacific
Northwest,” Eriks Bredovskis writes about traveling Germans in the
Pacific Northwest of North America. He uses the tour of the German
cruiser the Falke from Oregon to Alaska and back in 1905 as a case to
study on how Germans in non-German spaces were active participants
in the building of settler societies, disseminating notions of middle-class
colonial belonging, and the development of Germany’s colonial imag-
inary landscape. Furthermore, he also encourages us to think about
the constant production of a variety of documents by colonial agents
and how intersecting these different source types provides an under-
standing of ordinary Germans’ fascination with North America during
the Kaiserreich.
Opening the third section, and the comparative case studies, is Volker
M. Langbehn, who, in “Similarity in Appearance – ‘Chinaman’ in German
and American Satire Magazines Around 1900,” compares the visual
depiction of Chinese in Germany and the United States. He shows how
ordinary people became exposed to similar colonial tropes of racializa-
tion in their everyday readings of newspaper cartoons on both sides of
the Atlantic, while also connecting satirical images, as a node in the
transimperial network of transmitters of categories, to developments in
modern sciences, especially eugenics. Armed with a premise that the
German author Karl May’s “Wild West” writings were much more fluid
in gender terms than the heteronormative masculine triumphs they are
usually perceived as, is A. Dana Weber’s essay “‘I almost pulled her to my
heart, but…’ Competing Masculinities in Karl May’s Wild West Fictions
and their Modern Theatrical Adaptation.” She traces the gendering of
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the American West over time in German popular imagination through
analysis of the contested masculinities in May’s texts and in their current
reincarnations in German Karl May festivals.
Next Janne Lahti and Michelle R. Moyd’s piece “In Service of Empires:
Apaches and Askaris as Colonial Soldiers” showcases how German and
US colonial conquests involved interrelated, complex, and nuanced histo-
ries of violence. Focusing on the Apaches in the Southwest United States
and askaris in German East Africa, the authors stress the tensioned rela-
tionships of power, where imperial pressures and colonial complicity
coexisted with colonized empowerment through assertions of masculinity
and households. Keeping with the theme of colonial violence, Edward
M. Westermann unravels parallels and synchronicities between military
rhetoric of annihilation in nineteenth-century US–Indigenous wars in the
West and in the Nazi East. His “Words and Wars of Conquest: The
Rhetoric of Annihilation in the American West and the Nazi East” shows
how the discourse that drove the westward march of the American empire
and the displacement of Native Americans provides intriguing parallels
with the use of language during the Nazi conquest of the East and the
conduct of a racial war of extermination against the region’s Slavic and
Jewish populations.
As it scrutinizes the techniques of US and German colonialism,
this book represents diversities in entanglements and multiplicities in
approaching them. In the process it not only pays attention to the
networks and webs of circulations in German–US connections, but situ-
ates them against a larger global canvas of empires that brought the
United States to Germany and Germany to the United States, and both
to the world. In all, this anthology represents a contribution to the recent
scholarly attempt to turn attention to the global dimensions of German
and US histories and thus it attests to the ongoing scholarly effort to
look beyond the borders of the nation state and individual empires.
Through this pursuit it deliberates on the nature, scope, and direction-
ality of German and US colonial entanglements, on their shared colonial
epistemologies and relational trajectories as rising world powers. Surely,
this line of investigation has much more to offer, and the deliberations
on the related German and US empires are just getting started.
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